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Introduction

In the wake of the Arab Spring, the Gulf Co-
operation Council (GCC) has shown certain
signs of “loosening integration and deep frag-
mentation”. Analyzing a number of developments
related to these signs through “alliance mainte-
nance” can be effective. The reason why the
loosening integration and deep fragmentation
holds true is that foreign policy choices of the
GCC member states in the post-Arab Spring
period varied greatly in terms of their responses
to the Arap Spring. Within this context, this
paper aims to respond to a question of whether
or not the GCC has durability after the Arab
Spring and particularly after 2017. The main ar-
gument of this paper is that the GCC integration
seems to be weakening and its already fragmented
structure has been further deepened after 2017.To
say that the GCC was founded only for security-
related reasons is inaccurate, for that reason, I
attempt to argue that this line of inquiry is
unlikely to capture the reality as a whole. 

This paper suggests that the GCC as a regional
organization has witnessed a relatively weakened
integration and a profound fragmentation par-
ticularly after the Gulf crisis in 2017. With the
Gulf crisis weakening the integration and exac-
erbating the fragmentation, it could be put
forward that the way the Gulf states reacted to
the Arab Spring continued to affect the dynamics
of the relations among them. What I emphasize
here is that in the post-Arab Spring period, the
policies of the GCC member states within this
organization and toward non-GCC member states
in the Middle East fluctuated dramatically. 

Therefore, this paper states that along with
the security-related reasons, the commonalities
shared by the GCC member states also need to
be taken into account as one of the primary
reasons for the foundation of the GCC. Rentierism
and monarchism are to be taken as the primary
commonalities between the GCC member states.
In this respect, rentierism is significant because
it is a fundamental characteristic of economies

of the GCC member states. Monarchism, be it
absolute or constitutional, came to introduce a
framework in which the decision making and
the political structures of the GCC member states
gain meaning.

It is a truism that one of the important reasons
for the foundation of the GCC was an external
threat having the probability of destroying the
Gulf states. But the founding decision of the
GCC did not emanate solely from one reason.
This external threat can be regarded as one of
the important reasons in that it had the capacity
to shape the security threat perceptions of the
Gulf states. Understandably, the threat was man-
ifested by the Islamic Revolution of Iran in
1979.1 In this context, the Islamic Revolution
led to a genuine sense of distrust and distress
among the Gulf states owing to the policy of
export of revolution. Right after consolidating
its unique theocratic state structure in the post-
revolution period, Iran sought to create a sphere
of influence consisted of alike regimes. This
Iranian intention and activism necessarily con-
tained a sectarian dimension. Consequently, the
threat of “shiification” of the region and the re-
gional turmoil it caused were perceived as a
grave threat by the Gulf states which harbored -
albeit in disproportionate numbers- Shiite popu-
lations.

Within this context, we should underline that
the GCC member states share certain common-
alities. This paper divides these commonalities
into two categories. The first is that the GCC
member states share economic commonalities.
The second is that they share political common-
alities. To make use of these commonalities an-
alytically, rentierism and monarchism are to be
explained respectively. Other than these, the re-
ligious commonalities shared by the GCC states
can obviously be taken into account, however,
if we make a comparison with Iran, in this case,
we would need a sectarian lens. In order not to
upset the structure of the paper, sectarian com-
monalities are not going to be brought up.
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Re-visiting the establishment of the

GCC

Headquartered in the capital of Saudi Ara-
bia, Riyadh, the six-membered Cooperation
Council for the Arab States of the Gulf was
founded in 1981 in the capital of the United
Arab Emirates (UAE), Abu Dhabi.2 In most of
the studies in the literature, the Gulf region in-
cludes Saudi Arabia, Iraq, Iran, Kuwait, Qatar,
Bahrain, UAE, Oman and partially Yemen.
While these are the countries encompassing the
Gulf region, not all these countries are a mem-
ber of the GCC. Yemen, Iraq, and Iran are not a
member of this regional organization. As an ex-
planation, this kind of selective membership
originates from the argument that being a GCC

member may be characterized by “rentierism”
and “monarchism”. However, this does not
mean that the countries outside of the GCC
cannot be labeled either rentier or monarchism.
For instance, Iraq was -for a certain time- a
monarchy and it heavily depended on oil eco-
nomically.

Historically, particularly after the British
colonial withdrawal from the region, the GCC
member states formed a common perspective
continuously animated and backed up by cultural,
economic, social and religious realities.3 To put
it differently, the GCC member states have
certain things in common and these commonalities
facilitated the foundation of this regional organ-
ization.

Gulf Cooperation Council Members
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Most of the studies grappling with the question
of how did the GCC emerge came to provide se-
curity-related reasons in that regard. Even though
it needs to be acknowledged that the GCC is a
regional organization and an integration move-
ment, this common approach to GCC represented
a partial story of the organization. The initial
paragraph of the GCC’s charter reads as;

“Being fully aware of the ties of special rela-
tions, common characteristics and similar
systems founded on the creed of Islam which
bind them...[...]”4

Along with this, the British withdrawal from
the region in the early 1970s and then unwilling
posture of the United States in providing the
necessary security umbrella to the Gulf states
led them to perceive the Islamic Revolution of
Iran and its immediate effects as a security threat
which they must confront together.5 After the Is-
lamic Revolution of Iran, the Gulf states felt
that they could not rely on nor they desired to
seek, the Iraqi companionship owing to the Iraqi
policy of pan-Arabism.6 Also, with the outbreak
of the Iran-Iraq war in 1980, the cluster of
available choices for the Gulf states seemed to
be limited to founding a regional organization
which would bind them together. The regional
turmoil brought about by the Iran-Iraq war also
led Saudi Arabia to claim the regional leadership
at the expense of the warring parties. Against
the backdrop of these developments, the GCC
was founded to “achieve the unity” between the
member states.7 The degree of unity at which
the member states sought to arrive was a high
one according to the GCC charter. “Article Four”
of the GCC charter explains the objectives of
the GCC;

“To effect coordination, integration and in-
ter-connection between Member States in all
fields in order to achieve unity between them.
To deepen and strengthen relations, links and
areas of cooperation now prevailing between
their peoples in various fields.”8

Briefly, it can be said that the Iranian Revo-
lution in 1979 with its policy of exporting of
revolution, the Iran-Iraq war and the Soviet in-
vasion of Afghanistan created an environment
in which the Gulf States felt that they would not
be secure until they were together in achieving
their goals. Also, the British withdrawal from
the region and the initial US unwillingness and
failure to confront the realities unveiled by the
Islamic Revolution of Iran doubled the adverse
effects of these developments in the region. 

Rentierism and Monarchism 

One of the fundamental commonalities be-
tween the GCC members is that they all eco-
nomically rest on revenues generated from ex-
porting the natural resources. Within this context,
one of the important economic commonalities
between the GCC member states is rentierism.
The concept of rentier state signifies the acquisition
of revenues without making any production.9 It
comes from “renting” and echoes much the same
meaning. In the Middle East and particularly in
the Gulf, being a rentier state is mostly associated
with the revenues the GCC member states attain
by exporting the natural resources they have.10

It is critical that the Gulf region is home to
over %45 percent of the proven oil reserves
globally and is also home to over %40 percent
of the proven gas reserves globally.11 The most
important thing regarding the rentier state theory
is that the revenues generated from exporting
natural resources are taken by the state itself.
This, in turn, facilitated the consolidation of the
state authority among the oil-rich Gulf states.
As is seen, the GCC member states have greatly
made use of oil revenues both in domestic
policies and in foreign policy. It might even be
suggested when the price of a barrel of oil in-
creases, the oil-rich states tend to take aggressive
stances but when the prices seem to stumble,
they tend to be more cooperative among them-
selves. In relation to this, on December 6th in
2018 in Vienna, OPEC and non-OPEC countries
led by Russia agreed on cutting the oil production



gradually by 1.2 million barrels per day, starting
from January 2019.12 With this move, the oil
producing countries sought to intervene with
the oil prices which they largely rely. The decision
to cutting back on oil production was reached
because the price of a barrel of Brent type oil
was around $58 in December 2018 and the oil-
producing countries wanted to stabilize13 the oil
market to the extent that it does not upset the
projected revenues they would likely obtain
from oil export. So, it can be indicated that the
production cut was the agenda of the meeting in
Vienna. Also, the area of utilization of the
revenues obtained by the export of oil is not
limited only to the foreign policy. Especially in
the post-Arab Spring period, nearly all the GCC
member states give subsidies to their people, in-
creased the salaries of civil servants and raised
the welfare of the people in order to refrain
from the flow of uprisings.

At this critical juncture, it would not be inac-
curate if we claimed that all the GCC member
states are regarded as rentier states in the litera-
ture.14 In a similar vein, the GCC member states
have also benefited from being a rentier state
and consolidated their regimes with the revenues.
The consolisation of the regimes represented
the long-time resiliencies of ruling families of
monarchies. The abovementioned economic com-
monalities, particularly the concept of rentier
state, should not be taken to imply that all the
GCC member states act much the same owing
to these commonalities. That means the concept

of rentier state does not have the theoretical ex-
planatory power that would be enough to explain
the GCC member states’ behavior by itself. So,
other factors need to be taken into considera-
tion.

As has been emphasized, along with the eco-
nomic commonalities among the GCC members,
there are also political commonalities. The most
easily noticeable political commonality here is
that GCC member states are monarchies. While
Saudi Arabia and Oman are absolute monarchies,
Kuwait and Qatar are constitutional monarchies.
The UAE is a federal monarchy. In this sense, it
can be indicated that rather than coming together
on the basis of Arab identity, monarchism has
been the idea that binds the GCC member states
together.15 But is it really the case? For that,
there were serious attempts aiming at the main-
tenance of the monarchism. Substantially, this
idea of monarchism also encompasses Morocco
and Jordan alongside the GCC member states.16

This is why there have been various attempts
led by Saudi Arabia to make Morocco and Jordan
a member of GCC.17 One of the obvious signs
of these attempts is the provision of economic
aid to Morocco and Jordan by the GCC members
after the Arab Spring.18 Another monarchy-res-
cuing attempt was carried out within the GCC.
As part of rescuing the GCC member states
from uprisings in early 2011, Oman and Bahrain
received a total 20$ billion economic aid from
the GCC as well.19

Here, it can be seen that the GCC took im-
portant steps in ensuring the stability of monarchies
in the Middle East. The certain developments in
the region demonstrated that this was not a re-
flexive policy, because monarchism continues
to be maintained today, led by the regional and
global powers

From Loose Integration to Deep

Fragmentation

Founded to countering regional security threats
and to find a way to achieve unity in the Gulf,
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It is critical that the Gulf region
is home to over %45 percent of
the proven oil reserves globally
and is also home to over %40
percent of the proven gas
reserves globally.
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the GCC in the post-Arab Spring period struggled
to find a way out of intrinsic distress. In a word,
in the post-Arab Spring period, the GCC has be-
come a regional organization which is unable to
provide security for its member states because
of its inherent tensions. In this way, the environ-
ment brought about by the Arab Spring might
have similarities to the environment after the
dissolution of the Soviet Union which marked
the end of the Cold War. Both NATO and the
GCC have had to either implicitly or explicitly
redefine their casus foederis in order to swiftly
adapt to changing environments. 

In the post-Arab Spring period, one noticeable
policy choice of the GCC member states was
materialized by counter-revolution. Since even-
tually the demands of the people required an en-
forced rethinking of the political scene, the Arab
monarchies felt alarmed. However, the counter-
revolution policies were not delicately pursued
by all the GCC member states. Whereas the var-
ious opposition groups in Syrian Civil War were
initially supported by Saudi Arabia, opposition
movements in Bahrain, which is a GCC member
monarchy perceiving threats primarily from Iran,
were crushed forcefully by Bahraini forces.20 In
the Bahraini case, Saudi Arabia and the UAE

sent respectively 1000 troops and 500 police
forces to maintain the certain targets. But the
forces sent by the UAE and Saudi Arabia did
not engage with the Bahraini protesters. Other
than Bahrain, whereas the coup against the Morsi
government in Egypt was heavily supported by
Saudi Arabia and the UAE financially and polit-
ically, the peaceful protesters in Oman and
Yemen were suppressed by the governments
using the financial and military means provided
by Saudi Arabia and the UAE.21 After the 3rd
July Coup in Egypt, the notorious Sisi regime
was largely financially aided by the Saudi Arabia
and the UAE.

Deciding which opposition movement to sup-
port and which government to stand behind
during the Arab Spring was initially a complex
issue for the GCC member states. To reduce the
level of this complexity, a visit to alliance main-
tenance must be made. If it is accepted that by
definition the alliances and, therefore organiza-
tions, are founded by the policy choices embodied
by at least two states on the basis of common
security threats, this bleak picture might become
clearer. At this point, it might be suggested that
most of the GCC member states, not desiring
the collapse of the status quo with the Arab

39th session of the GCC Summit in Riyadh, December 2018



Spring, had to calculate the Iranian threat in de-
vising policy choices.

In this sense, it needs to be indicated that the
UAE led the efforts to counter-revolution. In
countering the revolutions, the UAE and Saudi
Arabia sought to return to the pre-Arab Spring
status-quo. However, here we can see a difference
between foreign policies of the GCC members
toward the Gulf region and toward the Middle
East. Because the GCC members initially demon-
strated a somewhat common behavior toward
the uprisings, and then a differentiation between
the GCC and the Middle East was becoming ap-
parent. In a word, for instance, when the uprisings
in Bahrain started to be felt across the kingdom,
Saudi Arabia and the UAE, with the GCC’s
consent, sent troops and police forces to maintain
certain targets.22 Qatar was also initially consented
to this move by Saudi Arabia and the UAE. It is
seen that the uprisings in the GCC members are
treated forcefully only to turn the scene to the
pre-Arab Spring period. In general, the post-
2011 environment and its adverse impacts un-
deniably distressed the GCC member states.
One way or another, it needs to be admitted that
almost any state in the Middle East felt insecure
and sought not to be affected by the permeating
developments in the post-Arab Spring period.
As in the case of every other Arab state in the
Middle East, the GCC member states perceived
serious threats from the environment brought
about by successive uprisings in the region.

But at this critical juncture, making a distinction
between the GCC member states might prove to
be effective in comprehending their post-Arab
Spring behaviour. For instance, an uprising and
a successive revolution in one state could have
been responded in different manners on the part
of the GCC member states. Another observable
behavior of the GCC member states in the post
Arab Spring period is that there has initially
been a cohesion in their efforts. Right after the
uprisings, the GCC member states did not appear
to exert any remarkable policy disorientation.
Essentially, in regional organizations that are

founded on the basis of a common perception of
security threats, this type of behaviour is generally
expected. Nevertheless, this should not be taken
to mean that the GCC member states by relying
on their shared interests and because of their
common security threats always acted in a con-
certed manner.

The deep fragmentation might be captured
from three “inner polarizations” that can be ob-
served in the post-Arab Spring period. Saudi
Arabia, the UAE, and Bahrain on one side and
on the other side Qatar. A more neutral position
has been held by Oman and Kuwait. To understand
how these rifts have exacerbated the fragmentation
in the GCC, internal and external dynamics of
each the GCC member states need to be ad-
dressed.

Although being an oil-rich Gulf state long-
governed by a Sunni ruling family of Al-Sabah,
Kuwait has also, according to Pew Research
Center’s data, a 500.000 – 700.000 Shiite popu-
lation, making up the 20-25 percent of the coun-
try.23 After gaining independence, Kuwait emerged
in a vulnerable position as compared to its neigh-
bors Iraq and Iran. Nevertheless, Kuwait become
prominent in its mediation efforts in regional
conflicts.24 Kuwaiti mediation efforts were also
sought by the Shiite groups of Bahrain during
the 2011 uprisings. But, Bahrain Foreign Minister
shunned the Kuwaiti mediation in this case.25

Other than this, the mediation efforts of Kuwait
have been observed as recently as in the GCC
crisis and in the war in Yemen. 

Another traditional mediator in the Gulf has
been Oman. Like Kuwait, Oman has also striven
for maintaining a neutral position in the GCC
and in its greater foreign policy orientations as
well.26 The modestly neutral position held by
Oman in the region might be attributed to the
historic and economic ties that Oman has had
with Iran. However, it might be stated that the
Omani mediation efforts remained limited in
the GCC crisis because of the Omani unwilling-
ness to confront the UAE and Saudi Arabia di-

Analysis No:230

The state of the Gulf Cooperation Council: From Loose Integration to Deep Fragmentation8



o r s a m . o r g . t r

The state of the Gulf Cooperation Council: From Loose Integration to Deep Fragmentation 9

rectly. While the relations between Oman and
the UAE have been tense over South Yemen, it
is understandable why Oman is somewhat re-
luctant to assume a strong anti-UAE stance, par-
ticularly in this respect. 

The perspective of post-Arab Spring behaviors
of Saudi Arabia and the UAE can be best under-
stood by looking at these states’ reactions to the
successful revolutions. Saudi Arabia and the
UAE were not content with the changes and
consequences that the Arab Spring brought along.
In the Egyptian case, when Morsi came to power
with the support of the people, Saudi Arabia and
the UAE did not support this transition. Unlike
them, Qatar assessed this transition as a positive
development. In the days after the transition,
high profile Qatari authorites had made clear
that “this was a positive step for Egyptian
people”. 27 In the coup against the Morsi gov-
ernment, Qatar did not side with Saudi Arabia
and the UAE. But after the coup against Morsi
government, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and the UAE
shared a common perspective in confronting the
influences of the Islamist movements and Iran
and Qatar.

The fact that the GCC members acted differ-
ently in the context of the fall of Mobarak  and
Morsi regimes signals the overall security as-
sessments carried out by the GCC members in
the post-Arab Spring period. The reason for this
is that the Morsi government were somewhat
closer to the Qatari leadership than it was closer
to Saudi Arabia and the UAE. It is clear that the
seeds of the profound fragmentation in the GCC
were sowed in the immediate post-Arab Spring
environment. 

Whither The GCC Crisis 

The outbreak of the GCC crisis in June 2017
is probably one of the most consequential turning
points for the GCC’s overall standing in the
post-Arab Spring period. The crisis might have
allowed us to clearly analyze whether or not this
regional organization has any durability. In 2017,

arising from the ongoing disagreements over
how to respond to the post-Arab Spring envi-
ronment the loosening integration and deep frag-
mentation was becoming more salient. In turn,
as I have suggested in my main argument, the
“inner polarizations” within the GCC came to
be dramatically seen as the main trajectory of
the GCC after 2017.

In June 2017, Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Egypt,
and Bahrain cut their diplomatic, economic and
political ties with Qatar, accusing it of supporting
and financing terrorism.28 After these serious al-
legations, the so-called Arab Quartet made clear
what they demand from the Qatari government
in 13 articles.29 The Arab Quartet primarily
wanted Qatar to cut its economic ties with Iran
and to stop so-called funding terrorism. However,
as it is expected, the Qatari leadership sharply
refused to implement these demands.

At this point, the role of the global powers in
the Gulf crisis must be taken into account. When
the crisis unfolded, the U.S. President Donald
Trump sided with Saudi Arabia and the UAE
and accused Qatar of sponsoring terrorism.30 Al-
though Trump initially accused Qatar, this rhetoric
did not halt the US-Qatari military cooperation.
The cooperation between two countries maintained
by new agreements on defense materials and the
extension of Al-Udeid base in Qatar with the
help of the US. As it can be understood, the
Trump administration later toned down its rhetoric
against Qatar. 

In June 2017, Saudi Arabia,
the UAE, Egypt, and Bahrain
cut their diplomatic, economic
and political ties with Qatar,
accusing it of supporting and
financing terrorism
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The major reason for this type of behavior

can be found in the responses of the GCC states

to the Arab Spring. That is also the core argument

which I call inner polarizations. Saudi Arabia

and the UAE came to the fore in leading the

counter-revolutions, in suppressing Islamic move-

ments such as the Muslim Brotherhood and its

local offshoots, in overthrowing the Morsi gov-

ernment in 2013, and together they launched a

military campaign in Yemen and pursued joint

initiatives in the Horn of Africa. With these ac-

tivities, the inner polarizations within the GCC

began to be shaped at the expense of overall in-

tegration within the GCC. Within this respect,

the Arab Quartet states, but mainly and the most

importantly Saudi Arabia and the UAE did not

want Qatar to behave independently from the

GCC over which they supposedly reign. As a

matter of fact, by launching a land, air and a sea

blockade on Qatar, the most influential actors of

the Quartet, Saudi Arabia and the UAE, wanted

to isolate Qatar regionally. The decision of iso-

lating Qatar, in a way, served as an ultimatum to

Iran. Because the Qatari-Iranian relations were

also targeted by the blockade. Owing to these

calculations, when the United States unilaterally

withdrew from the Iran Nuclear Deal (Joint

Comprehensive Plan of Action), Saudi Arabia

and the UAE had strongly stood behind this de-

cision. Also, the noticeable pattern of post-Arab

Spring roles of the GCC member states, as I

have articulated as inner polarizations, can also

be explored in this crisis. On one side, Saudi

Arabia, the UAE, and Bahrain, which is largely

dependent on Saudi and Emirati financial assis-

tance, versus Qatar. And, there have been medi-

ating attempts of Kuwait implicitly supported

by Oman.

Overall, although it seems that the GCC crisis

will continue, it can be stated that Qatar is not

affected as it was expected by Saudi Arabia and

the UAE. Economically, by finding new areas

of cooperation with Turkey and Iran, and finding
new partners, Qatar has minimized the adverse
affect of the blockade. Also militarily, Qatar and
Turkey have found new ways of strengthening
the defense industries of the two country. It can
also be stated that particularly with the recent
Qatari decision to exist OPEC, it is clear that
the political pressure and coercion over Qatar
by Saudi Arabia is failing. Here it can be indicate
that Qatar is now closer to Iran and Iraq than it
was before the GCC crisis. In this process, the
Qatari rapprochement has been useful for Iran
as well. Also, the Qatari-Iraqi relations are
growing stronger. Even if the relations between
Qatar and Iraq are not that of a two strong allies
right now, it is clear that they seem to be closer
economically. In a sense, the blockade decision
taken by Saudi Arabia and the UAE turned out
to be counter-productive.

In this respect, a new regional organization

is in the works. Middle East Strategic Alliance

(MESA – Arab NATO) is a plan of a regional

organization composing of the Sunni Arab Gulf

monarchies and Morocco and Jordan and Egypt.31

MESA is designated and supported by the United

It is clear that the GCC could
not respond to the Arab Spring
in a unified manner. Nor could
it devise a common policy
toward these uprisings which
seriously threatened their
monarchies. Therefore, “inner
polarizations” in the GCC,
particularly with the Gulf
crisis, seemed more than
evident.
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States so that Iranian activities can be contained.

The most fundamental development giving rise

to the process of founding the so-called Arab

NATO is the containment of the Iranian threat.

Because the monarchies trying to maintain their

stability are continuously threatened by the

Iranian regime’s movements. However, the GCC

crisis and the murdering of Jamal Khashoggi in

October 2018 have decelerated foundation process

of the so-called Arab NATO.32

Conclusion

It is clear that the GCC could not respond to
the Arab Spring in a unified manner. Nor could
it devise a common policy toward these uprisings
which seriously threatened their monarchies.
The main argument is that in the post-Arab
Spring environment the GCC is in a position of
loosening integration and deep fragmentation.
The reason why this is the case is that the foreign
policies of the GCC member states protected

the monarchies in the Gulf and they supported
the oppositions in some other countries and this
behavior upset the GCC’s overall standing and
integration. The main turning points giving rise
to the utmost disintegration have been the efforts
of counter-revolution, suppressing the Islamic
movements, overthrowing the Morsi government,
a military campaign in Yemen and the joint ini-
tiatives in the Horn of Africa.

Therefore, “inner polarizations” in the GCC,
particularly with the Gulf crisis, seemed more
than evident. The region is faced with a picture
of Saudi Arabia, the UAE, and Bahrain, all three
hardliners against Qatar and mediators Kuwait
and Oman. Almost a decade after the Arab
Spring, these inner polarizations are becoming
more apparent in each dispute inside and outside
of the GCC. In a word, once discussing the
common financial policies and joint military
initiatives, the GCC is now on the verge of be-
coming irrelevant to the regional issues.
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